Abstract: Ten focus groups comprising 88 students recruited from ten schools were conducted to understand the perceptions of students participating in the Tier 1 Program of the Project P.A.T.H.S. Qualitative data analyses utilizing intra-rater and inter-rater reliability techniques were carried out. Results showed that a majority of the participants described the program positively and positive metaphors were used to represent the program.
INTRODUCTION
Because research findings suggest that To promote holistic development in Chinese roughly one-fifth of adolescents would need adolescents in Hong Kong, the Project help of a deeper nature, a Tier 2 Program is P.A.T.H.S. (Positive Adolescent Training generally provided for at least one-fifth of through Holistic Social Programs) was the students who have greater psychosocial initiated by the Hong Kong Jockey Club needs at each grade (i.e., selective program). Charities Trust with an earmarked grant of Evaluation is an important component HKS400 million and carried out by five in positive youth development programs, universities in Hong Kong (1) . There are Obviously, to enable researchers to claim two tiers of programs (Tier 1 and Tier 2 that the Tier 1 Program of the project is Programs) in this project (2) . The Tier 1 effective so that teaching and social work Program is a universal positive youth colleagues are motivated to teach the development program, where students in program, research evidence is needed. Based Secondary 1 to Secondary 3 participate in on the principle of triangulation, different the program, normally with 20 hours of evaluation strategies were used in the project; training in the school year at each grade. and the findings were generally positive:
1. Objective Outcome Evaluation: Besides examining pretest-posttest differences at different stages of data collection (3), evaluation findings based on a randomized group trial were collected (4).
Subjective Outcome
Evaluation: Quantitative and qualitative subjective outcome evaluation findings based on program implementers and participants showed that different stakeholders perceived the program to be beneficial to the participants (5) (6) (7) (8) . The subjective outcome evaluation findings also predicted changes in objective outcome evaluation findings (9) . 3. Process Evaluation: Systematic observations were carried out in randomly selected schools to understand the program implementation details. The findings generally revealed that the implementation quality and program adherence were high (10-12). 4. Interim Evaluation: Interim evaluation was conducted by randomly selecting the participating schools to understand the implementation details. The findings are generally positive and encouraging (13) (14) (15) .
Qualitative Evaluation (Focus Groups
Based on Students): Focus groups involving students randomly selected from the participating schools were carried out. The results showed that the comments of program participants were generally positive, although there were also some suggestions for improvement (16 Four students were invited to reflect on their experiences after joining the classes and application of things learned to real life. 10. Qualitative Evaluation (Student Products): Students' weekly diaries were collected after the completion of the program (18) . Students' drawings were also collected to reflect the experiences of the program participants.
There are two implementation phases in this project-Experimental Implementation Phase and Full Implementation Phase. For the Experimental Implementation Phase (2005/06 to 2007/08 academic year), 52 secondary schools participated in the project with the objectives of accumulating experience in program implementation and familiarizing frontline workers with the program design and philosophy. In 2006/07 school year, the programs were implemented on a full scale at Secondary 1 level. Although qualitative focus group findings based on students were conducted for the first year of the Experimental Implementation Phase (16) , it is necessary to collect qualitative data based on focus groups for the Full Implementation Phase to examine the generalizability of the findings.
In response to the common problems intrinsic to qualitative studies, Shek, Tang and Han (19) suggested that 12 principles should be upheld in a qualitative evaluation study. These include an explicit statement of the philosophical base of the study (Principle 1), justifications for the number and nature of the participants of the study (Principle 2), detailed description of the data collection procedures (Principle 3), discussion of biases and pre-occupations of the researchers (Principle 4), description of the steps taken to guard against biases or arguments that biases should and/or could not be eliminated (Principle 5), inclusion of measures of reliability, such as inter-rater reliability and intra-rater reliability (Principle 6), inclusion of measures of triangulation in terms of researchers and data types (Principle 7), inclusion of peer checking and member checking procedures (Principle 8), consciousness of the importance and development of audit trails (Principle 9), consideration of alternative explanations for the observed findings (Principle 10), inclusion of explanations for negative evidence (Principle 11), and a clear statement of the limitations of the study (Principle 12). In this qualitative evaluation study, the above principles were upheld as far as possible.
The purpose of this paper is to present qualitative findings based on focus group interviews with students participating in the Tier 1 Program for the Full Implementation Phase (Secondary 1 Level) in the 2006/07 academic year. Regarding the philosophical base of the study (19) , although there are many types of qualitative research, the most commonly used approach in qualitative research is the general qualitative approach in which general strategies of qualitative research are employed (e.g., collection of qualitative data, respecting the views of the informants, data analysis without preset coding scheme) but a specific qualitative approach is not adhered to. A general qualitative orientation was adopted in this study.
PARTICIPANTS
Among the 207 schools joining the Full Implementation Phase, 112 schools adopted the full program (i.e., 20-hour program involving 40 units) and 95 schools adopted the 10-hour core program. In the sampling process, we invited nine randomly selected schools joining the full program and two randomly selected schools joining the core program to participate in the focus group interviews. As the time for conducting the interviews was near the end of the term, one sampled school joining the full program declined our invitation to participate. As a result, eight schools joining the full program and two schools joining the core program joined the focus group interviews (i.e., 10 schools). For one school, the research team discovered at the time of the interview that the untrained workers had implemented the program because the trained staff resigned in the period of program implementation. As this practice seriously violated the program requirement and possibly influenced the implementation quality of the program in a negative manner, additional analyses that discarded the interview data based on this school were carried out. The results including and excluding the interview data based on this school are reported in tables 2 to 4.
For the consenting schools, the workers concerned randomly selected informants from the participating students to join the focus groups. As a result, 88 students participated in the focus group interviews, with the number of informant in each focus group ranged between 4 to 12 students. As data collection and analyses in qualitative research are very labor intensive, it is the usual practice that small samples are used. In the present context, the number of focus groups and student participants could be regarded as respectable. In addition, the strategy of randomly selecting informants and schools joining the Tier 1 Program could help to enhance the generalizability of the findings. These arguments can satisfy Principle 2 (i.e., justifications for the number and nature of the participants of the study) proposed by Shek, Tang and Han (19) .
Procedures
The researchers and research assistants individually or jointly conducted the focus group interviews. During the interviews, the participants were encouraged to verbalize their views about and perceptions of the program. With respect to Principle 3 (i.e., detailed description of the data collection procedures) suggested by Shek, Tang, and Han (19), the broad interview guide of the focus group interviews conducted is presented in table 1. The interview questions had been used in previous research (16) . In the interviews, the facilitators were conscious of the importance of adopting an open attitude to accommodate both positive and negative experiences expressed by the program participants. As the research assistants and researchers conducting the interviews either had training in social group work and/or substantial group work experience, they were conscious of the importance of encouraging the informants to express views of different nature, including both positive and negative views. After obtaining consent of the participants, the focus group interviews were audio taped.
Data analysis
The content of the tape-recorded interview was fully transcribed by student helpers and checked for accuracy by three research assistants and four trained helpers. To enhance triangulation in the coding process, two research assistants and the first author were involved in the data analyses of the narratives. Our unit of analysis was a meaningful unit instead of a statement. For example, the statement that a program was 'meaningful and helpful 1 would be broken down to two meaningful units or attributes, namely, 'meaningful' and 'helpful'. Furthermore, descriptions with the same meaning (e.g., 'good quality' and 'high quality) were grouped into the same attribute category.
The present coding system was developed after much consideration of the raw data and several preliminary analyses. After initial coding, the positive or negative nature of the codes was determined, with four possibilities ('positive', 'negative', 'neutral', 'undecided'). -To enhance the reliability of coding of the positive or negative nature of the raw codes, we carried out intra-rater and inter-rater reliability. Because of space limitation, qualitative findings on three areas are presented in this paper: (a) descriptors that were used by the informants to describe the program; (b) metaphors (incidents, objects, or feelings) that were used by the informants to stand for the program; and (c) participants' perceptions of the benefits of the program to themselves.
Ideological biases and preoccupations as well as strategies to deal with them
Shek, Tang, and Han (19) argued for the importance of discussing the ideological biases and preoccupations of the researchers in a qualitative evaluation report (Principle 4). As program developers, the authors might have the preoccupation that the implemented program was good and was beneficial to the students. In addition, the researchers may have the tendency to look at positive evidence rather than negative evidence. Thus, it is important to discuss how such biases were addressed in this study (19) . Several safeguards against the subtle influence of such ideological biases and preoccupations were included in the process of the study (Principle 5). First, the researchers were conscious of the existence of ideological preoccupation (e.g., positive youth development programs are beneficial to adolescents), and the data collection and data analyses procedures were carried out in a disciplined manner. Second, although the analyses and interpretations were carried out mainly by the first author with the assistance of the research assistants, interrater reliability and intra-rater reliability checks on the coding were carried out without the involvement of the first author (Principle 6). Third, multiple researchers and research assistants were involved in the data collection and analyses processes (Principle 7). Fourth, the first author was consciousness of the importance and development of audit trails (Principle 9). The tapes, transcriptions, and steps involved in the development of coding system and interpretations were properly documented and systematically organized.
RESULTS
For the descriptors used by the informants to describe the program, there were 111 raw descriptors and they could be further categorized into 36 categories (see table 2 ). Among these descriptors, 74 (66.67%) of them were coded as positive descriptors. If the data from the school implementing the program without trained instructors were discarded, 70 raw descriptors (72.16%) were coded as positive among 97 raw descriptors. Inter-rater reliability involving re-scoring 20 randomly selected responses ("positive", "negative", "neutral", and "undecided" codes) by the same scorer was 90%. Furthermore, 20 randomly selected responses from the raw responses were coded by another research assistant who did not know the original codes given at the end of the scoring process (inter-rater agreement percentage = 100%). The findings suggest that the reliability of coding was very high in this part of the analyses.
For the metaphors that were used by the informants that could stand for the program, there were 70 raw "objects" involving 87 related attributes (table 3 ).The findings showed that 36 metaphors (51.43%) and 58 attributes (66.67%) could be regarded as positive attributes. After discarding the data based on the school without trained instructors, 35 metaphors (58.33%) and 57 attributes (69.51%) were positive attributes. Reliability analysis utilizing 20 randomly selected responses ("positive", "negative", "neutral", "undecided" codes) showed that the coding was reliable (intra-rater reliability = 100%; inter-rater reliability = 85%).
Regarding the perceived benefits of the program to the program participants, 289 responses were recorded involving 52 attribute categories (table 4). The findings showed that 227 responses (78.55%) were coded as positive responses. If discarding the data from the school in which the program was implemented without trained instructors, 223 responses (81.99%) were coded as positive. Regarding the reliability of the coding in terms valence of the responses, re-scoring of 20 randomly selected responses showed that intra-rater and inter-rater reliability was 95% and 90%, respectively.
DISCUSSION
With reference to the qualitative focus group findings based on the program participants, two major conclusions can be drawn from this study. First, the program was basically perceived in a positive manner from the perspective of the program S s s participants (tables 2 and 3). Although some students perceived the program in a negative manner (e.g., boring, senseless), this was not the dominant view and comparatively more participants perceived the program to be happy, interesting and amusing. The findings based on the metaphors also showed that most responses were positive, although the percentage of "neutral" responses was quite substantial.
As the use of metaphor might require certain creativity, it is reasonable that some of the metaphors recorded were abstract. Second, although the percentages of positive responses in table 2 and table 3 were not dramatically high, noteworthy is that roughly eight-tenths of the participants perceived the program to be beneficial to them, with most benefits on the personal level and interpersonal levels. The above observations are generally consistent with prior research findings that participants in the Project P.A.T.H.S. had positive perceptions of the project and there was support for the benefits of the program in promoting positive youth development (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) (10) (11) (12) (13) (14) (15) (16) (17) (18) . With reference to the principle of triangulation, the present study and prior findings suggest that based on quantitative and qualitative evaluation findings, evidence on the positive effect of the Tier 1 Program on holistic youth development among the program participants is present.
One final interesting observation was that compared with those schools in which the implementation was carried out by trained workers, the number of positive responses was lower, whereas the number of negative comments was higher in the school where the program was implemented by untrained workers. As comparing the outcomes of trained versus untrained workers was not the original intention, and only one school used untrained workers, the present findings should be regarded as tentative. Nevertheless, the present findings highlight the importance of employing trained workers to implement the program. Shek and Wai (20) commented that although they were important components of positive youth development programs, program implementers and training programs were not adequately studied. As such, it is proposed that future studies should examine the differences between program implementers with and without training on the program implementation process and related outcomes.
According to Shek, Tang, and Han (2), looking at alternative explanations in the interpretations of qualitative evaluation findings (Principle 10) is important. Although there are several viable alternative explanations of the findings, they can be partially dismissed. First, although the findings can be explained in terms of demand characteristics, this explanation was not likely because the informants were encouraged to voice out their views without restriction (negative voices were in fact heard), and the workers who taught the program were not present at the time of data collection. Second, although the findings may be due to selection bias, this criticism can be dismissed because the schools and students were randomly selected. Third, although it can be argued that the favorable findings were due to ideological biases of the researchers, several safeguards (e.g., intra-and interrater reliability, disciplined data analyses and interpretations) were used to reduce bias in the data collection and analysis process. Finally, it may be argued that the perceived benefits are due to other youth enhancement programs. However, this argument can be partially dismissed as none of the schools in this study participated in the major youth enhancement programs in Hong Kong, including the Adolescent Health Project and Understanding the Adolescent Project. In addition, participants in the focus group interviews were asked specifically about die program effects of the P.A.T.H.S. Project only.
Shek, Tang, and Han (19) pointed out that the authors should discuss the limitations of qualitative evaluation studies (Principle 12). There are several limitations of the study. First, although the number of schools and students participating in the study is respectable, it would be helpful if more schools and participants stratified according to school types (e.g., different bandings) could be recruited. Second, assuming that the schools would not find it disturbing and troublesome, it would be illuminating if regular and on-going qualitative evaluation data could be collected. Third, besides focus groups, individual interviews via in-depth individual interviews would enable the researchers to understand the inner worlds and subjective experiences of the program participants. Finally, although 11 principles proposed by Shek, Han and Tang (2) were upheld in this study, peer checking and member checking (Principle 8) were not carried out in this study because of time and manpower constraints. Despite these limitations, this study provides additional qualitative evaluation findings supporting the positive nature of the Project PA.T.H.S. and its effectiveness in promoting holistic youth development among Chinese adolescents in Hong Kong (21) .
